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Making Experience Meaningful: Interpreting Chinese Canadian Women'sPersonal Encounters with Racism
Jane Ku, Mount Allison University, is a postdoctoralfellow in Canadian Studies. Her doctoral research is onimmigrant women's activism in the settlement servicesector in Toronto where she also worked as acommunity worker and researcher.AbstractUsing Philomena Essed's theory on everyday racism, thispaper explores how Chinese Canadian women interpretracism. It argues that differences in interpretation canbe explained by examining personal biographies thatattend to subjective experience and social context, andfrom which implications for anti-racist feministepistemology can be drawn.RésuméEn se servant de la théorie sur le racisme quotidien, cetarticle explore les Canado-chinoises interprètent leracisme. Il soutient que les différences dansl'interprétation peuvent être expliquées par lesbiographies personnelles qui sont liées à l'expériencesubjective personnelle et le contexte social, et desquelleson peut tirer la portée d'une épistémologie anti-racisteféministe.
When I had been in Canada for just about ayear, I was asked whether I suffered from cultural shockupon arrival. I blithely answered that I had nodifficulties because I was already knowledgeable aboutthe western world. Compared with other immigrantswho were unable to speak English, I considered myselfto be fortunate. Much have I learned since then. Forone thing, I have adopted an identity as animmigrant/racial minority woman, referencing thehistories and the struggles of women of colour beforeme, and the space in which I am now able to writeand speak. Thus, if someone was to ask me the samequestion today, I would be much more measured in myresponse. Such a change and revision in representationsof our experiences are the consequences of the processof adaptation, modification and acquisition of newinformation over one's life history.  Racism is an ideological encounter. It takesyears to unlearn what we take for granted. It takesmany more to give meanings to one's experientialreality that seem to counter existing legitimateknowledge. To understand this process, it is useful tobegin with Philomena Essed's (1990; 1991) notion thatknowledge of everyday racism is heavily influenced byone's group, personal history, and experiences as aminority person in a context where one's experience ofracism is delegitimated as a valid source of knowledgeabout the society. I draw on Essed's work in arguingfor the importance of examining personal biographies inorder to better understand Chinese Canadian women'sdevelopment of knowledge of racism. Working withtranscribed interviews with six young women of Chinese
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descent living in Toronto around 1993, I examine theirinterpretation of experiences to show racism as anongoing ideological conflict that exists at the individuallevel. In understanding how personal biography andindividual experiences shape Chinese women's knowledgeof racism knowledge I want to highlight the importanceof validating individual experience as a legitimate sourceof knowledge about racialized realities. Individualexperience cannot be understood, however, outside ofthe social and ideological context. This experience ofcourse has to be contextualized in the knowledgeproduction and legitimation structures. Experience isitself already an interpretation (Scott 1992). Thus,looking at how an individual interprets her experienceis useful. I do not mean to suggest that every instanceof difficulty experienced by a racialized minority personis an instance of racism but I want to show howdifficult it is to name racism when establishedknowledge denies its existence in everyday encounters.Moreover, the lack of an anti-racist communityknowledge among these women suggests the gaps thatexist between established anti-racist communities andactivists, and many racialized minorities in theperiphery. Clearly, more needs to be done to integratenewcomers into the antiracist community by discussionsaround how racism manifests itself everyday. My aim isto show the ongoing need for knowledge productionstrategies that activist communities need to undertakein order to establish an anti-racist perspective in oursociety. The integration of, and the emphasis on,racialized minorities' and newcomers' experience inestablished knowledge of racism and anti-racism arenecessary to bring them into a more productivedialogue about the future of a common community ofresistance (Hall 1996) against racism and other formsof marginalization.  There are two aspects to knowledge of racismthat inform this discussion. The first aspect is its
rootedness in experience. Essed (1991) points out thatexperience is the channel through which knowledge isacquired, indirectly through personal experience ordirectly through communication and vicariousexperiences of racism (88). What this implies is thatindividuals' knowledge is the product of their experienceand that the social context of experience would functioneither to limit or enable knowledge of racism. Second,general knowledge about racism should be differentiatedfrom "comprehension" of racism. General knowledgeabout racism involves established representation andmeanings of racism available to the society or thegroup regardless of how the individual knowing subjectinterprets it (73-76). In other words, general knowledgeinvolves generalized and acceptable understandings ofracism which often exclude racialized minorities' owninterpretations of the society. General knowledge is thelegitimate knowledge and is the context forcomprehension of racism in ways particular to thesubject. It would be difficult to identify racism if thegeneral knowledge presupposes a racism-free society.However, ideological conflicts can shift generalknowledge about racism. For example, Essed argues thatcompared to Dutch black women, American blackwomen have a more established group history ofanti-racist movements that could claim such icons asSojourner Truth and Angela Davis. The generalization ofthis knowledge to American society allows for anacknowledgment of the existence of racism in theUnited States (US). American black women's longhistorical struggle with racial politics has become moregeneralized in the US. Thus, black American women aremore likely than Dutch black women in Holland torecognize or label their experiences as racism as theyhave access to and are socialized into a broader generalknowledge of racism. In addition, Dutch black womenliving in Holland are generally newer to that society.The subtle and polite racism in Dutch society and therecency of Dutch black women's presence only facilitate
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the construction of Holland as a tolerant society. Thisideological framework makes it very difficult to nameracism when it occurs.Comprehension of racism is the subject's abilityto recognize and understand the underlying structuralmeanings of everyday racism. It requires insights thatare meaningful to the group and the individual subject.These insights include:a) the ability to explain individual experiencesin terms of group experiences;b) acknowledgment of the historical experienceof the group;c) explanation of (historical and contemporary)group experiences in terms of racial andethnic domination;d) acknowledgment of continuity in therelation between the personal experience andthe group experience; ande) personal responsibility in the process ofchange. (Essed 76)In other words, comprehension of racism hasto do with being able to recognize racist encounters notsimply as individual, isolated phenomena but also associal, historical, and political. The full impact of racismon the individual and the group is recognized. Mostimportantly, knowledge is often derived from experience;thus comprehension has to be contextualized in bothindividual and group experience with racial oppressionand resistance.This formulation of racism knowledge points tothe relevance of feminist theorizing (Collins 1990; Lee1996; Smith 1987; Sudbury 1998) about experientialknowledge in thinking about the acknowledgment ofexperiences of minority groups, including women whoseknowledge is rarely recognized as legitimate and isrelegated to the space of "experience"- the space of
unknowing or subjugated knowledge. Feminist scholarshowever, have shown very convincingly that knowledgeand experience cannot be thought of as separate anddiscrete. Joan Scott (1992) for example, argues thatexperience is only available to us through interpretation,making it impossible for us to imagine an authenticexperience. For minorities, it is necessary to understandnot just how this mediated experience enters the realmof knowledge, but how the structural and socialdimensions limit the interpretation of experience. Wecan acknowledge the role of experience in informingand limiting knowledge, and vice versa. Patricia HillCollins (1990) calls experientially-grounded knowledge"wisdom." This is similar to Essed's distinction betweenknowledge and comprehension. Collins and Essedrespectively emphasize personal "accountability" or"responsibility" in the way that experiential knowledgeis produced. Personal significance of experience is highlyrelevant in how one's experience is interpreted andknown. In short, anti-racist feminist theorizing onexperience and knowledge production is useful inunderstanding how experiences of racism can be knownby people experiencing them.Although it is very difficult to comprehend theunderlying racist meanings in seemingly normal acts, theunderstanding of racism, whether fully comprehending ornot, influences the way in which women act inracialized encounters. The competition between dominantknowledge of racism and women's own experience isrevealed in women's ambivalence towards what racismis and in the steps they take to protect themselves. Afew of my interviewees adopt defensive strategies inpublic situations precisely because they expect toencounter racism even though they seem to seeCanadian society as tolerant. The disjuncture betweenthe interpretation of their experience and their generalknowledge about the society as shown through theseinterviews reveals knowledge production as contestible.
Ku Atlantis 30.1, 2005 63
This research was conducted as part of mymaster's degree requirement. Six Chinese women livingin Canada were interviewed about their experiences ofracism for approximately two hours each. The purposewas to explore how they understand their experiencesof racism. These women were recruited from mynetwork of friends and acquaintances. I was looking forself-identifying women students of Chinese descent totalk about their experiences of racism. I asked them tospeak about their racist encounters if they had any.Those I spoke to had very different origins andbackgrounds. Four were in their twenties, and two werein their thirties. All were students in various universitiesin Ontario cities. Jenn came as a visa student fromMainland China four years prior to the interview. Shewas extremely isolated and entered Toronto in late1980s when Cantonese from Hong Kong were thepredominant Chinese group. She was also strugglingfinancially working as a dim sum cart pusher. She wastwenty-four years old and she had been in Canada onher own for four years. Fee had been in Canada forfour and a half years at the time she was interviewed.She was twenty-four years old and immigrated fromIndia with her relatively affluent family. Still, she workedpart-time throughout her school and university years tohelp pay for her tuition. She was studying to becomea nurse. Comfortable in her own small extended family,she had very few friends outside of her small Chinesecommunity. Like other Hakka-speaking Indian Chinesewho were linguistically marginalized in the dominatCantonese speaking Chinese group in Toronto, Fee keptto her own Chinese network. Alicia came to Canadafrom Jamaica ten years before the interview. She wastwenty-five years old and was attempting to completea degree in journalism. Her friends were a mix ofJamaican blacks and Chinese. Lena was also twenty-fiveyears old and was born and raised in Canada byimmigrant parents. Lena spoke English with no"foreign" accent. She was doing an MBA degree at the
time of the interview. Sue came from Singapore as avisa student three years before the interview. She wasin her thirties and was struggling with her English. Marywas also in her thirties and had been here for fouryears. She came from Hong Kong. Like Sue, she wasalso struggling with her English and trying tounderstand her English-speaking professor was a keystruggle for her. Mary was a single mother with a tenyear old daughter. All the other women had never beenmarried. The dialects spoken among them includedCantonese (Lena and Mary), Hakka (Alicia and Fee),Hokkien (Sue), and Mandarin (Jenn). All the interviewswere transcribed verbatim. Pseudonyms are used todisguise their identity.The sheer diversity of this small group ofwomen attests to the multiplicity of what is often called"Chinese diaspora." It is too easy to generalize anduniversalize women's experiences. John (1989) explainsthe problem this way: "The problems with the 'I' and'we' slots are obvious. Each of them asserts too much:the 'I' too much authenticity, the political becomingpurely personal, and the 'we' is precisely what needs tobe demonstrated, not assumed," (56).Keeping this in mind, I am arguing for theneed to contextualize Chinese women's knowledge ofracism in their personal biographies to conceptualizetheir differences even as I examine the force ofdominant ideologies and knowledges in producingcommon experiences among these women. Theexamination of personal biography addresses shiftingcultural identities in the ever-increasinginter-culturalization of identities. It helps us avoid thegross generalizations of the universal category of"Chinese Canadian woman" devoid of the complexitiesof world travel, migration and cultural differencesamong "Chinese Canadian" women. The focus onbiography locates knowledge of racism in the largerhistorical framework of colonialism, migration andcultural specificities; thus preserving the continuities of
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group experience over multiple displacements. At thesame time, personal biographies allow individualdifferences and uniqueness to be conceptualized. Abiography is but one's interpretation of one's lifeexperiences, limited and informed by one's socialcontext. Social actors stand at the cusp betweenindividual and social and we could never view theirknowledge about our society as isolated and individual.By definition, personal biography encompasses all thesocio-historical and political forces, as well as personalevents that structure the experience of an individual.Personal biographies are not discrete histories butlocated alongside of and intersect with other biographiesto illustrate how our knowledge is produced, and howindividuals are connected to each other and the largercontext. In short, personal biographies allow me toemploy "ethnographies of the particular" (Abu-Lughod1991, 149). Abu-Lughod argues that focusing on theparticulars highlights the constitution of experience bythe specificities and ways individuals contestinterpretations of their experience (153-54). All the women interviewed felt ambivalenceeither in naming racism in their own life or recognizingit in others' lives. Lena, the Canadian born, and Alicia,the immigrant woman from Jamaica, were more certainthan others that there was racism in Canadian society.To begin, Lena was more confident about herhyphenated status than others: she was a "ChineseCanadian." After all, she was born in Canada. Theentrenchment of multiculturalism allows for such anidentity. Other women simply narrated themselves as"Chinese." Alicia did at times try to label herself as a"Jamaican Chinese Canadian." Both Lena and Aliciareadily recounted personal incidents of racism. Lenabegan with her recollection of childhood experienceswith name-calling. She explained that in later yearswhen she was in high school, she did not experiencesimilar incidents and reasoned that it was possiblybecause her peers became "smarter" as they got older.
We also have to remember that tolerance andmulticulturalism were becoming important ideologies;overt racism was increasingly being relegated to privateexpressions and extremely racist groups. As Bannerji(1995) suggests, nowadays, racism is about "omission"rather than "commission." The problem then becomesone where, as Essed argues, the ideology of tolerancemakes it difficult for racism to be named, particularlywhen it is expressed in covert forms. Even for Lena,there were moments when she could not be surewhether an incident was racist or not as in thisexample: I don't really know if you'd call itdiscrimination or not. I find that because Iwas born in Canada, a lot of people, whenthey make fun of Asian people, they will justturn to me and say, well, doesn't matter foryou because you are Canadian. [...] I have alot of people say to me, you Asians are alike,you know, you are all good at Math andScience and that's about it. Just little incidentslike that.  Despite having been born and raised here, anddespite experiencing some of the counter discourses inthe cosmopolitan greater Toronto area, racism remaineddifficult to name. When racism is not expressed inblatantly negative ways but in those "positive"stereotypes that Lena experienced, it was difficult toname it as racism. The idea that Chinese youth are allsix-packers (those who excel in each of the three highschool subjects in Mathematics and Science) seems to bethe one that Lena is offended by and yet it has allowedher to be seen as intelligent and smart.Lena was able to recall overt expressions ofracism since she grew up in Canada and oftenencountered blatant forms of racism. As she said:
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I do remember these racist slurs. Oh yeah!You brought noodles like worms. And justbecause I was different in what I would bringfor lunch, people would call me a Chink andyou know, why your eyes are slanted andthings like that.It is difficult to say with absolute certaintythat Lena is much more aware of racism because of herlong experiences of racism, particularly the overt forms,but what is clear is that she experienced discourses ofracism and anti-racism more than the other womeninterviewed, aside from Alicia. Even for her, anencounter that I would label as racist creates muchconfusion in her mind. For example, Lena and herfriend Lynn were the only two Asian students among 30or so students in a graduate course. Lena described theincident: Our professor will be talking a lot aboutAsians and then he'd say it as a joke: "ohyou know those slanted-eyed people," and we[Lynn and I] kind of look at each other. Andyou look back, what are you saying?...Andevery once in a while he would day thingslike "Japanese who spoke English with a SouthAmerican accent are not really Japanese."While her friend Lynn was "just going crazy,"Lena was hesitant to label this as racist: I was talking to some people about it. Theywere telling me, maybe he doesn't...he wouldkind of go into a kind of character, so maybehe was trying to be one of those people, andhe really didn't mean it. It was difficult to saywhether it was his view or what heencountered when he was there, what otherpeople thought, I don't know. The rest of the
class didn't feel anything was wrong withit...When we had our mid-term evaluation,Lynn said you know, some of the things hesaid are racist...The next class he [theprofessor] goes, "Well, you know, some peoplethink the things I say are racist," andeverybody turns around and looks at us.This example gives us further indication of the difficultyof naming racism when everybody else discounts it.Particularly when the racialized minorities arenumerically small, this creates greater difficulties inlegitimizing one's experience as valid.Alicia recounted that she learned early on, notlong after immigration, that racism was part and parcelof our society because of racist encounters with theschool system:You realize that there will be people who willwant to put you back and who will want tonegate what you're striving for. [...] So tohave someone negate you like that when youare so young doesn't give you muchconfidence in yourself. It negates yourconfidence. It is saying, we are better thanyou are so we have to put you back orsomething, and it's not fair to newimmigrants...Alicia's experience of racism was influenced byher Jamaican background. Stereotypes about Chinese andJamaican communities created a contradictory experiencewhere she was differently positioned as Chinese orJamaican depending on the context. For example, sherecounted many incidents where she was underestimatedby her teachers whose body language or expression ofsurprise when she excelled in her school workcommunicated an assumption of her intellectualinferiority. She felt that the stereotype of "lazy" and
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"stupid" Jamaicans elicited some of those responses. Yet,she felt that white peers approached her when theywanted something from her such as help in schoolwork. Sue's experiences with racism reveals a highlyconflictual understanding of racism. The dissonancebetween what she personally experienced and knewabout racism on the one hand, and a denial of racismthrough racist ideologies on the other hand, is highlypronounced. She had known from some of her friendswhile in Singapore that she had to be ready to faceracism in this country. Upon arrival, she had afrustrating encounter with a Bell Canada employeewhich she believed stemmed from racism. Here, she didnot think that it was a problem of adjustment. In fact,she explained, the employee knew she was not fromCanada through her heavy Singaporean accent. Duringthe interview, Sue indicated that she experienced racismin her personal encounters and in the media. As theinterview progressed, it became unclear whether sheunderstood her experiences as problems of adjustmentor racism. However, she seemed frustrated at the lackof vocal resistance from Chinese peers in her classes andin other spheres. Towards the end of the interview, sheexplained matter-of-factly that the Bible justified racismthrough the story of Ham whose mark (interpreted asa darker skin colour) of suffering would remain with hisdescendants. In other words, racism is the natural orderof our society. However, her acceptance of thisexplanation is not inconsistent with what was happeningto her at the time. Sue's isolation and a personal crisisled her to convert to Christianity which provided hersolace and a community of Bible reading friends withwhom she had regular meetings, social gatherings andbible discussions. The following excerpt reveals thecompetition and conflict between experiential knowledgeand validated knowledge. Sue has been told that racismoccurs in the workplace more so than other places:
I personally haven't really experienced[discrimination] because I haven't worked soI haven't really experienced it. From myfriends you know, they have told me this sortof stuff. [...] I can sense the kind of feeling isstill around. It's still kind of obvious. But it'slike, it depends. But I think generally, it's stilldiscrimination. [...] It's obvious. [...] I thinknormally Asians don't like to voice up. Theynormally keep quiet, you know, like Asians arethe most you know, can tolerate whatever[problems that come their way].Sue was frustrated with other Asians andChinese for not standing up for themselves and sherelocated the problems to Chinese people's lack ofdesire to defend themselves and their quiet acceptanceof discrimination. She also suggested in this excerpt thatshe had never experienced racial discriminationpersonally because she had never "worked," so shecould not really say that there was racism or not inour society. (Work for her meant paid full-timeemployment, not part-time work in the universitylibrary). This contrasts with all the racist encounters shenarrated but in the final analysis, racism is not quitethere. Similarly, Fee believed that she did notpersonally encounter racism but she had heard of otherpeople talking about it. Moreover, she bought into themyth that racism was only a transgression by whitesoccupying lower socio-economic status. She believed thatthey felt much more threatened by new immigrants,while higher class white people were more friendly andseemed to be interested in her background. Fee wasliving in a working-class neighbourhood and worked ina nearby grocery store around the time she wasinterviewed. Thus, she was more likely to have contactwith working-class whites outside of the university. Thiswas, perhaps, the way in which she tried to make sense
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of what she experienced outside and within theacademia. She explained that since educated andwealthy white people were able to travel extensivelyand had more knowledge about third world countries,they were more open-minded. On the other hand, thosewho were racist were really people who had problemsof their own. She believed that the best way to dealwith racism was to prove to white people that youcould succeed. She consciously adopted a reserved andaloof attitude to avoid difficult situations despite herdenial that she had personally experienced racism. Asshe explained:I guess I've never really encountered any[racism] but I've heard a lot of stories.Everybody knows about that. [...] You can seeit in the workplace all the time. I don't seemto encounter this because I don't talk tocustomers. I don't give them the chance to doit. I don't know - [maybe it's] because I'mmore aloof to customers. I just serve them likeI should be serving, like [in a] professionalway. If you start talking to them, then younever know, they might like you, [or] theymight not like you.This defensive stance reveals a strategy to avoid racistencounters even though she did not fully comprehendracism. This is her personal interpretation of the generalknowledge and her own experience. Even with her defensive stance, Fee was notimmuned to "racism." Upon an encounter with acustomer shouting at her at a deli where she worked,Fee considered whether there was a racist motive onthe part of the customer:I don't really know, maybe the lady thoughtthat I was Chinese. I wouldn't know. She mayhave thought that I didn't know English....I
don't know if there's such a thing connectedto that or not, I just see it as the stupidity ofthe other girl [the customer]. And that timewas recession time. She's probably just beenfired by her boss. You always find excuses; Idon't know. It's very hard for me; I don't seeit as discrimination. I just see that they havesomething else in mind.This uncertainty is common among the women. Thewillingness or perhaps the desire to deny that racismexists is important in a society where meritocracy issupposed to take you up the social and economicladder. Jenn from China denied that there was racism;she saw her difficulties as simply problems in adjustingto life in Canada. She identified social isolation,language barrier, cultural differences and financialproblems as key issues she had to confront. Like Sue,she converted to Christianity not long after arriving inCanada, finding a new network of friends through herchurch. She explained her difficulties as God's tests forher. She had difficulty naming any specific racistincident when she was asked. Here is Jenn explainingthe difficulties of recognizing racism because everybodytries to mask what they really feel:All the courses talk about racism, classism andsexism, and everybody is so aware of thesethings. So people just try to be nice to theother race or the other sex or gender, eventhough they are [prejudiced] inside, they don'treally show it. So if you don't have a lot ofcontact with them, you don't really noticethat. [...] So when you just say hi or you justsit down beside them in the lecture, theywon't show that because they don't realizewhat they have deep inside. Even though theythink of you in this way, but with the
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nowledge they have, they know it is not niceto express it...Jenn's ambivalence towards naming racism explains whywhen a person called her a "Nipp," she was stillreluctant to name that as racism.Jenn shows in another instance her confusionaround whether her co-workers exclude her intentionallyor not (racism for her seems to be only defined as anintentional individual act). It is easy to chalk up herexperience as a difficulty with language when they feelalien in our society and where they are unfamiliar withthe slangs and common usage of English language:Sometimes they joke around with each otherbut they're not excluding me. They talk to metoo; they're nice to me. But the thing is I justfeel like the way they talk between them; it'slike I can't really get whatever they say, youknow. Sometimes in the school, you talk justthe normal language, you use proper wordswhich you can find out in the dictionary, butthe word they say is like, I have never heardof it. When Mary was asked to participate in thestudy, she said that she was more knowledgeable aboutsexism because she experienced it as a big problem inHong Kong. She felt that Canadian society treatedwomen better. Racism was not an issue. Like Jenn, Maryexperienced most of her difficulties as problems inadjusting to a new society. She tried to compensate forwhat she perceived to be poor English by perfecting herfamiliarity with her course content. However, there werematerials that she just could not comprehend, such asher professor's baseball example which was supposed tohave illustrated a lesson. Thus, she explained herproblems as cultural and language difficulties. She didnot believe that there was much racism in Canada
because the white people she knew, including some ofher professors, were very kind to her. She wanted toadopt what she considered as western cultural traitssuch as "creativity" and individual freedom while givingup certain "Chinese" cultural traits such as "humility"and "inexpressiveness." This is fully consistent with asociety where Third World cultures are seen asundeveloped and inferior (Razack 2001). This cannot bedenied even though there may have been individual actsof kindness. Thus for Mary westernization was the routeto success; the less the cultural difference between herand the society, and the more she understood the codesof western behaviour, the more adjusted she could be.Managing her own behaviour was very important inovercoming racism. Relatedly, Mary explained that"racism" was actually the result of individual behaviour:I don't feel it [racial discrimination] verystrongly...I think that they [professors] mayhave different views on your writing and stuff.That may affect my score a little bit. Itdepends on different individuals too.  Mary's strategy is to work hard in her studies andimprove her English so that she would be able tominimize these problems. She could not change howothers behaved, but she could certainly change what shecould do.What accounts for the fact that Lena andAlicia were most assertive in articulating theirexperiences as racism, or the confidence they have thatracism existed not only for other people but also forthemselves? Since they've been in Canada the longest,the number of years they have had to learn aboutracism in Canada is certainly one of the explanations.Each woman's interpretation of racism is influenced byher personal biography inclusive of one's subjectposition organized through systems of oppression,knowledge production, length of stay in Canada,
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education, conditions for knowledge of racism prior toand after immigration, communication with others aboutracism, social support and group power. Just as Essedargues that black women in the US and in theNetherlands have different comprehension of racismbecause of the very different socio-historical andpolitical context in which different women are located,these women's comprehension must also be specified totheir personal and local context, namely, their personalbiography.  Lena and Alicia were both cognizant of thestructural nature of racism. Both had more experienceswith discourses countering racism and had a goodsupport network. Alicia for example, discussed racismwith her friends. She was moved by debates aroundracism involved in the performance of "Miss Saigon."Lena's ability to claim "Canadian" status afforded heran ability to assert her sense of belonging to Canada ina more confident manner than others could. Lena wasupset that Jan Wong, the reporter from The Globe andMail, had become the media expert on anythingChinese. Both women were amply connected and werevery interested in racist events discussed in the media.Both women also subscribed to group strategies such asmass protests and boycotts to counter racism. In otherwords, they were more established in the society, givingthem more confidence in countering the denial ofracism. What made the two women different from eachother was that while Lena experienced racism mostly inthe form of "positive" stereotypes about Chinese people,Alicia felt a contradiction as a result of herJamaicanness. For example, Alicia explained thatwhenever she told people that she was from Jamaica,she felt the weight of the stereotype that Jamaicanswere "stupid" and "lazy." Thus, she felt she had toprove her intelligence from the time she entered publicschool in Canada. Moreover, most of her friends werealso Jamaicans, allowing her easy access to JamaicanCanadian group conceptions of racism.
The other four women, Sue, Fee, Jenn, andMary less frequently labeled their experiences as racism.They lived very much at the margins of our society, notparticipating in mainstream issues. They had also cometo Canada more recently. Sue heard from her friends inSingapore that workplace racism was the main form ofracism; hence she explained that she had neverexperienced racism here because she was not employedin Canada. Although she worked in the library, it wasnot considered the same way as other workplaces sinceher colleagues were also students who worked therepart-time to put themselves through school. Since shebelieved that the Bible held the truth about our society,she could not see that the story of Ham was itself aracist interpretation rather than objective truth. Feecould choose to avoid white people because she hadgood extended family support, all of whom had movedto Canada as well. A member of a minority Chinesecommunity in India, Fee's natural isolation frommainstream society was a daily experience even thoughthe Chinese community in India had been economicallyvery successful (Oxfeld 1993); Fee nevertheless foundrestricting herself to her community quite natural. Jenn'simmediate and urgent struggles were about economicsurvival, making a living by pushing a dimsum cart ina Chinese restaurant. Hence Jenn noted this whendiscussing her understanding of racism before coming toCanada: "I never heard of that name [classism] but Ithink we [Chinese in China] experienced it more thanthose two [racism and sexism]." This retrospectiveexplanation of her experiences in China was perhapsinfluenced by her current economic struggles. As amember of the dominant group in China, everydayracism was not an issue for Jenn. Even when sheencountered westerners in China, the main differenceshe felt was that they were more affluent than she was.Mary simply did not see the presence of racism in herlife, partly, as she herself claimed, because she hadnever been interested in politics and she was rarely
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interested in current news. She said that she was neverinterested in politics even while she was in Hong Kong.My brief overview of these women'sunderstanding of racism shows first of all thatexperiential knowledge is easily delegitimized. When thedominant understanding of racism only conceptualizes itin blatant forms, more covert experiences cannot beacknowledged. In the end, dominant knowledge isinternalized so that one's experience and knowledge are"bifurcated," in the words of Dorothy Smith (1987),with two modes of consciousness existing within thesame person: one is a consciousness organized withinthe "relations of ruling," and the other one is locatedin subjects' everyday experience. It means that minorityexperience has been excluded in the making of oursociety because their everyday experience is notconsidered relevant in the general knowledge of oursociety. Also, there are differences in how these womenrelate to and interpret racism. We can begin explainingthese differences by looking at their personalbiographies in specific contexts. Moreover, psychicinvestments in not naming racism are also possibleexplanations for what social agents do with theknowledge that they possess. Even in the case of thesewomen, we can see Jenn and Sue as highly motivatedin not naming racism as such. Instead, they saw racistencounters as a test of their religious faith. Havingfound a network through their newly found religion,their need to deny racism and consolidate their faithcan be understood in this light.  ConclusionThis paper documents concretely racial conflictat the subjective level. I wanted to show the limitationsof comprehension of racism given our social andhistorical contexts. My aim has been to describe howour knowledge production or meaning making is adifficult process, particularly for marginalized groups. Itis only by communicating with others in similar social
locations that experiences are named not simply asindividual, but also as socially produced. As Essed mightwrite, knowing is an ongoing process of unknowing,interpreting, validating, and accumulating experiences,and ultimately, checking with each other to evaluate thefalsity or truth of our interpretation of experientialreality (73-74). While ideologies exert powerful controlover how these women articulate their experiences,Essed's theory of racism offers possibilities for acquiringnew knowledge of racism that could counter dominantknowledges about the nature of racism which are ineffect, racist ideologies. Racism as a contested realityrequires an ongoing production of anti-racist and othercounter knowledges to subvert ideological control.However, all this depends on the investments of theindividuals in interpreting racism, and in what ismeaningful to them. There is a continual need foranti-racist feminists to think about how to validateexperience as a legitimate source of knowledge,particularly for groups whose experiences are notincluded in the narratives of the nation-state, collectivenational identity or the policy making process. Thispaper reminds us of the importance of establishingalternative communities to carve out a generalknowledge of racism to acknowledge our differentexperiential realities, and make our experiencesmeaningful, if not to others, at least to ourselves. Thewomen's movement, anti-racist and other countermovements have all relied on naming our experiencesand showing the contradictions between social realitiesand ideological forms of knowledge. This paper is alsoa cautionary reminder of how scholars and researchersinterpret the interpreted experiences of our participants.Questions also arise of whether Chineseness, or beingpart of a Chinese Canadian community, has anyinfluence on how racism is interpreted, and how thisinterpretation could be understood in the context ofother discrimination based on class or gender.
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